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Considered	 as	 one	 of	 the	 main	 public	 health	 problems	 of	 this	 century,	 childhood	
obesity	con4nue	 increasing	at	alarming	rates	with	adverse	health	effects	 in	 the	short	
and	 long	 term	 (Roberto	 et	 al.	 2015).	 	 In	 Southwestern	 European	 countries	 (Spain	




intake,	 sedentary	 leisure	 ac4vi4es	 and	 less	 physical	 ac4vity.	 Moreover,	 there	 is	
extensive	 evidence	 sugges4ng	 that	 food	 marke4ng	 influences	 children´s	 food	
preferences,	 nutri4onal	 knowledge,	 diet,	 and	 purchasing	 requests	 (McDermon	 et	 al.	
2004;	Has4ngs	et	al.	2006;	McGinnis	et	al.	2006;	Cairns	et	al.	2013).	Food	adver4sing	is	
mainly	for	unhealthy	foods	(high	in	fat,	salt	and	sugar−HFSS)	(King	et	al.	2011;	Cairns	et	
al.	 2013;	 Romero-Fernández	 et	 al.	 2013;	 Ramos	 et	 al.	 2015),	 largely	 through	 TV,	 the	




Mul4na4onal	 companies	 have	 targeted	 children	 as	 a	 naive	 audience,	 and	marke4ng	
approaches	them	both	as	consumers	and	as	an	access	point	to	wider	markets	(Has4ngs	
et	 al.	 2006).	 Marke4ng	 strategies	 employ	 mul4-faceted	 and	 integrated	 techniques,	
which	 are	 highly	 engaging	 and	 anrac4ve	 to	 children	 (Cairns	 et	 al.	 2013).	 Persuasive	
marke4ng	techniques	such	as	the	use	of	popular	characters	(cartoons,	sports	persons,	
celebri4es),	 anrac4ve	 product	 packaging,	 toys,	 and	 emo4onal	 appeals	 forge	 long-
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las4ng	 rela4onships	with	children	and	create	brand	 loyalty	 in	 the	 short	and	 long	 run	
(Sonntag	 et	 al.	 2015).	 Such	 strategies	 appeal	 more	 to	 children	 because	 they	 anract	
children’s	 anen4on,	 improve	product	 recogni4on	 and	 create	posi4ve	brand	 autudes	
from	early	ages	(Hebden	et	al.	2011).	Nutri4onal	marke4ng	targets	children	and	their	
parents	through	the	use	of	nutri4onal	and	health	appeals	(Has4ngs	et	al.	2006;	Ho	et	
al.	2008;	 Lobstein	et	al.	2008).	 Internet	marke4ng	uses	 the	 same	product,	emo4onal	
and	health	 appeals	 to	persuade	 children	by	exploi4ng	 their	 exposi4on	 to	 adver4sing	
with	 less	 parental	 control	 (Boyland	 et	 al.	 2012).	 Linking	 television	 and	 Internet	
marke4ng	 is	 extremely	 effec4ve	 at	 strengthening	 brand	 awareness	 and	 encouraging	
product	purchases	(Boyland	et	al.	2015).	Indeed,	new	integrated	marke4ng	techniques	
facilitates	 peer	 endorsement	 of,	 and	 personal	 rela4onships	 with	 food	 and	 beverage	
brands.	
Children	 are	 vulnerable	 to	 marke4ng	 techniques	 because	 of	 their	 undeveloped	
cogni4ve	skills.	Developmental	studies	have	shown	that	children	cannot	 iden4fy	 (i.e.,	
to	 dis4nguish	 what	 is	 from	what	 is	 not	 adver4sing)	 an	 adver4sement	 on	 TV	 un4l	 6	
years	 of	 age	 (Levin	 et	 al.	 1982)	and	 are	 unable	 to	 understand	 commercial	 objec4ves	
and	persuasive	intents	of	adver4sing	un4l	12	years	of	age	(Graff	et	al.	2012).	Moreover,	
adver4sing	 on	 TV	 penetrates	 the	 mind	 of	 children	 more	 easily	 than	 other	 types	 of	
media,	as	 they	are	more	 likely	 to	develop	a	 recep4ve	memory	with	visual	 simula4on	
generated	 by	 TV	 (Nassar	 et	 al.	 2012).	 The	 ability	 to	 iden4fy	 Internet	 adver4sing	 is	
acquired	 much	 later.	 Children	 aged	 10-12	 years	 con4nue	 to	 experience	 difficulty	 in	




One	 of	 the	 most	 cost-effec4ve	 public	 health	 interven4ons	 for	 tackling	 childhood	
obesity	 is	 to	 restrict	 on	 food	 adver4sing	 directed	 at	 children	 (Magnus	 et	 al.	 2009;	
Veerman	et	al.	2009).	Countries	worldwide	have	 implemented	 three	main	 regulatory	
systems,	 i.e.,	 statutory	 regula4on,	 self-regula4on	 and	 co-regula4on	 (Hawkes	 2007).	
Statutory	regula4on	is	usually	implemented	by	an	independent	body,	like	the	Ofcom	in	
the	 UK	 (Ofcom	 2012).	 Self-regulatory	 models	 are	 designed	 and	 led	 by	 the	 food	
industry,	 and	 applied	 on	 a	 voluntary	 basis.	 Co-regulatory	 models	 require	 periodic	
monitoring	 by	 a	 backstop	 body	 to	 ensure	 effec4veness	 and	 carry	 out	 enforcement	
ac4vity	when	needed	(Hawkes	2007).		
In	Spain,	food	and	drink	marke4ng	and	adver4sing	directed	at	children	under	12	years	




the	 design	 and	 dissemina4on	of	 adver4sing	messages	 (e.g.,	 adver4sing	 should	 avoid	




Spanish	Associa4on	 for	 Self-Regula4on	of	Commercial	Communica4on,	with	fines	 for	
non-compliance	ranging	up	to	180,000	euros	(AESAN	2005).	




ineffec4ve	 for	 controlling	 children´s	 exposure	 to	 HFSS	 food	 adver4sing	 and	 to	
marke4ng	 techniques	 largely	 used	 by	 adver4sers.	 Apart	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 Code	
does	not	include	some	of	the	marke4ng	techniques	most	frequently	used,	studies	have	
shown	 a	 high	 level	 of	 non-compliance	 with	 its	 standards	 (Romero-Fernández	 et	 al.	
2010;	Romero-Fernández	et	al.	2013;	Ramos	et	al.	2015).	
Objec)ves	
As	 far	 as	 we	 know,	 studies	 in	 Spain	 have	 focused	 mainly	 on	 the	 frequency	 and	
nutri4onal	 quality	 of	 food	 adver4sing	 directed	 at	 children	 (Fernández	 et	 al.	 2014;	
Romero-Fernández	et	al.	2013;	Ramos	et	al.	2015),	as	we	did	in	a	previous	publica4on	
of	 this	 study	 (Royo-Bordonada	 et	 al.	 2016),	 and	 in	 the	 evalua4on	 of	 the	 PAOS	 Code	
(Romero-Fernández	 et	 al.	 2010,	 2013;	 Ramos	 et	 al.	 2015),	 but	 have	 not	 addressed	
specifically	 the	marke4ng	 techniques	 used	 by	 food	 adverts,	 like	 premium	 offers	 and	
giys,	 sponsorships,	 and	 support	 from	 health	 professionals	 or	 ins4tu4ons,	 among	
others.	Furthermore,	interna4onal	studies	have	not	usually	iden4fied	the	existence	of	
web	links	tagged	on	to	TV	adverts	(Cairns	et	al.	2013;	Jenkin	et	al.	2014).	Considering	
this	 research	 gap,	 the	main	 aim	 of	 the	 present	 study	 is	 to	 build	 on	 our	 prior	 study	
(Royo-Bordonada	et	al.	2016),	in	order	to	analyse	persuasive	and	nutri4onal	marke4ng	
techniques,	and	the	existence	of	 links	to	food	related	web	pages	(Internet	marke4ng)	









through	Sunday)	on	five	Spanish	TV	channels	with	 the	highest	 child	audience	 ra4ngs	
(Moreno	et	al.	2009).	Excluding	vaca4on	periods,	the	broadcasts	were	recorded	during	
a	child-audience	4me	slot	(8	a.m.	to	10	p.m.)	plus	the	10	p.m.	to	12	midnight	4me	slot,	









Four	 trained	research	assistants	collected	the	 following	characteris4cs	 for	each	AFDs:	
day	 of	 broadcast;	 TV	 network	 (general	 interest/children	 and	 teenage	 interest);	
enhanced	protec4on	4me	slot	 (yes/no);	 type	of	product	 (food/drink);	persuasive	and	
nutri4onal	marke4ng	techniques;	the	existence	of	web	links	in	TV	adverts;	and	primary	
persuasive	 appeal	 used	 to	 draw	 children´s	 anen4on	 such	 us:	 fun,	 taste,	 health,	
nutri4on,	 	 diet	 and	 nutri4on,	 and	 others	 convenience,	 energy,	 enjoyment,	 price,	
product	uniqueness,	sa4sfac4on,	general	superiority,	according	to	the	categories	used	






When	 there	 were	 doubts	 or	 lack	 of	 agreement	 about	 the	 existence	 of	 a	 par4cular	




appeal	 to	 children	 (special	 interest;	 cartoons;	 branded	 characters),	 sport	 persons,	
celebri4es,	 health	 professionals,	 and	 others.	 Premium	 offers	 and	 giys	 (small	 toys	 or	
products)	are	also	in	the	persuasive	marke4ng	group.	Finally,	other	techniques	include	
sponsorship	 or	media	 “4e-ins"	 (promo4on	 of	 the	 product	 through	 connec4ons	with	
movies,	 series,	 or	 TV	 shows),	misleading	 on	 characteris4cs,	 proper4es	 or	 benefits	 of	
the	 product	 adver4sed	 and	 encouragement	 of	 children	 to	 influence	 their	 parents	 to	
buy	a	product	and/or	to	exploit	children´s	trust	in	adults	or	their	parents.	
-	Nutri4onal	marke4ng	included	the	presence	of	nutri4on	or	health	claims	(any	claim	
which	 states,	 suggests	 or	 implies	 that	 a	 food	 has	 par4cular	 beneficial	 nutri4onal	 or	
health	related	proper4es)	 (Regula4on	(EC)	No	1924/2006);	healthy	models	or	 images	
(sugges4ve	of	a	healthy	physical	or	mental	state);	support	from	health	professionals	or	
ins4tu4ons	 (tes4mony	 of	 health	 professionals/scien4sts	 or	 presence	 of	 associa4ons/
ins4tu4ons	related	to	health	and	nutri4on).		




AFDs	 were	 classified	 following	 the	 Interna)onal	 Food-Based	 Coding	 System	 used	 in	
other	studies	(Kelly	et	al.	2010;	Boyland	et	al.	2012)	into	two	categories:	core	(nutrient-
rich/calorie-low	 products),	 and	 non-core	 (HFSS	 products	 and/or	 energy-dense,	 plus	
coffee,	tea,	and	supplements);	and	following	the	UK	Nutrient	Profiling	Model	(UKNPM)	
into	 two	 categories:	 healthy	 	 and	 less	 healthy	 (FSA	 2011).	 The	 extent	 and	 nature	 of	








UKNPM	 (less	 healthy	 products	 -	 Table	 2)	 and	 the	 Interna)onal	 Food-Based	 Coding	
System	(non-core	products	-	Table	3).	Comparison	of	propor4ons	of	AFDs	in	subgroups	
defined	 according	 to	 broadcas4ng	 characteris4cs	 (Table	 1),	 type	 of	 marke4ng	
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persuasive	 and	 nutri4onal	marke4ng	 techniques,	 and	 links	 to	 Internet	 were	 used	 in	
61%,	68.5%	and	65.2%	of	AFDs,	respec4vely	(data	not	shown	in	the	table).	Specifically,	
marke4ng	techniques	used	more	frequently	were	the	appearance	of	a	website	address	
(65.2%)	and	 the	use	of	nutri4on	or	health	claims	 (51.7%),	whereas	 the	 less	 frequent	
was	 the	 support	 from	health	professionals	or	 ins4tu4ons,	with	14.1%	of	AFDs.	 From	
those	adver4sements	that	displayed	a	website	address	(n=1684),	72.1%	had	a	website	
focused	on	children	and	39.6%	encouraged	viewers	to	visit	the	product	website.		
Adver4sements	 containing	 marke4ng	 techniques	 were	 broadcast	 more	 frequently	
during	weekdays,	 except	 for	premium	offers	and	giys	and	 for	encouragement	 to	 visit	
the	 product	website	 (11.4%	 and	 8.5%	higher	 during	weekends,	 respec4vely;	 p<0.01).	
Almost	all	marke4ng	techniques,	except	for	the	use	of	nutri4on	or	health	claims,	were	
more	common	 in	adver4sements	on	children	and	 teenage	 interest	channels	 (p<0.01).	
The	percentages	of	AFDs	with	premium	offers	and	giys	and	with	the	appearance	of	a	
website	 address	 were	 higher	 during	 enhanced	 protected	 4me	 slots,	 whereas	 the	
contrary	was	 seen	 for	 the	use	of	healthy	models	or	 images	and	 for	 the	 support	 from	
 
health	 professionals	 or	 ins4tu4ons.	 Nutri4onal	 marke4ng	 techniques	 were	 more	
frequently	 used	 for	 drink	 than	 for	 food	 adver4sements,	 whereas	 the	 opposite	 was	
found	 for	 persuasive	 and	 Internet	 marke4ng	 techniques	 (p<0.01	 for	 all	 the	
comparisons,	 except	 for	 other	 techniques).	 Whereas	 the	 appearance	 of	 a	 website	
address	was	more	 common	 for	 drink	 than	 for	 food	 adver4sements	 (69.5%	 vs	 63.6%;	
p<0.01),	 in	 those	 adver4sements	 that	 displayed	 a	website	 address	 the	 percentage	 of	








address	 (n=1666),	 the	 percentage	 of	 less	 healthy	 adver4sements	 was	 much	 higher	
when	 there	 was	 an	 encouragement	 to	 visit	 the	 webpage	 than	 when	 there	 was	 not	
(88%	 vs	 65.3%;	 p<0.01).	 Similar	 differences,	 but	 somewhat	 smaller	 in	 magnitude,	
where	seen	for	non-core	food	and	drinks	adver4sements	using	the	Interna)onal	Food-
Based	 Coding	 System.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 non-core	 products	 were	 less	 frequent	 in	
adver4sements	using	nutri4onal	marke4ng	(71.8%	vs	60.5%;	p<0.01).		
Table	 3	 describes	 the	 nutri4on	 quality	 of	 AFDs	 directed	 at	 children	 for	 each	 specific	
persuasive	 and	 nutri4onal	 marke4ng	 technique	 used.	 The	 percentage	 of	 products	
classified	 as	 less	 healthy	 or	 non-core	was	 higher	 for	 AFDs	 using	 premium	offers	 and	
giys,	among	those	using	persuasive	marke4ng	techniques	(92.6%),	and	for	AFDs	using	
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healthy	 models	 or	 images,	 among	 those	 using	 nutri4onal	 marke4ng	 techniques	
(77.2%).	These	differences	were	sta4s4cally	significant	(p<0.01).		
Discussion	
This	 study	 shows	 that	 the	 primary	 persuasive	 appeals	 used	 in	 TV	 AFDs	 directed	 at	
children	 in	 Spain	were	 taste	 and	 fun.	Nutri4onal	marke4ng,	 appearing	 in	more	 than	
two-thirds	 of	 AFDs,	 was	 the	 group	 of	 techniques	most	 commonly	 used	 by	 the	 food	
industry.	The	appearance	of	a	website	address	(in	almost	two-thirds	of	AFDs)	and	the	
use	 of	 nutri4on	 or	 health	 claims	 (in	more	 than	 a	 half	 of	 AFDs)	 were	 the	 two	more	
frequently	 used	 marke4ng	 techniques.	 Marke4ng	 techniques	 were	 more	 common	
during	 weekdays	 and	 on	 channels	 with	 par4cular	 appeal	 to	 children	 and	 teenagers.	
Persuasive	 and	 Internet	marke4ng	 techniques	were	more	 frequent	 during	 enhanced	
protected	4me	slots.	The	nutri4onal	quality	of	the	products	adver4sed	was	 lower	for	






as	 recurrent	persuasive	 appeals	 in	 a	number	of	 studies,	 appearing	 in	33%	 to	85%	of	
AFDs	(Jenkin	et	al.	2014).	
The	 presence	 of	 nutri4onal	 marke4ng	 in	 AFDs	 directed	 at	 children	 in	 Spain	 has	
remained	 stable	 at	 approximately	 70%	 of	 AFDs	 compared	 with	 a	 similar	 study	
conducted	 in	 2008	 (Cuevas-Casado	 et	 al.	 2012).	 However,	 Internet	 marke4ng	 has	
 







exposed	 to	 persuasive	 techniques	 of	 marke4ng	 (Cowburn	 et	 al.	 2007).	 This	 growing	
tendency	of	 linking	 television	and	 Internet	marke4ng	 is	a	maner	of	 concern,	because	
children	less	than	12	years	of	age	are	unable	to	iden4fy	marke4ng	adver4sements	in	a	










products	was	 higher	 in	 AFDs	 using	 premium	 offers	 and	 giys,	 in	 agreement	with	 two	
similar	 studies	 conducted	 in	 the	 UK	 and	 Australia	 (Boyland	 et	 al.	 2012;	 Harris	 et	 al.	
2015).	 Furthermore,	 compared	 to	 a	 previous	 study	 conducted	 in	 Spain	 during	 2008,	
there	 has	 been	 a	 worrisome	 increase	 in	 the	 percentage	 of	 less	 healthy	 products,	
 
according	 to	 the	UKNPM,	 among	 AFDs	 using	 nutri4onal	 marke4ng	 techniques	 (from	
55%	 in	 2008	 to	 69.9%	 in	 2012)	 (Cuevas-Casado	 2016),	 which	 could	 be	 seriously	
misleading	 Spanish	 consumers.	 The	presence	of	 nutri4onal	marke4ng	 techniques	has	
been	observed	 to	 lead	children	and	parents	alike	 to	perceive	products	as	being	more	
nutri4onal	 and	 healthier,	 show	 a	 greater	willingness	 to	 buy	 them	 and	 be	 induced	 to	
choose	HFSS	products	(Harris	et	al.	2011).	Thus,	if	we	are	to	allow	consumers	to	make	
informed	 food	 choices,	 standard	 criteria	 according	 to	 nutrient	 profiles	 should	 be	
required	 for	 products	 adver4sed	 using	 nutri4onal	 marke4ng	 techniques	 (Royo-
Bordonada	et	al.	2015).	
Regula4on	of	 adver4sing	 is	 complex,	 especially	with	 self-regulated	pledges.	 In	 Spain,	
although	 the	 PAOS	 Code	 considers	 in	 their	 standards	 some	 marke4ng	 techniques,	
these	 are	 neither	 comprehensive	 nor	 adequately	 fulfilled.	 For	 example,	 companies	
par4cipa4ng	in	the	Code	acknowledge	that	promo4onal	characters	familiar	to	or	with	
special	 appeal	 to	 children	 and	 other	 persuasive	marke4ng	 techniques	 should	 not	 be	
used	to	adver4se	their	products	to	children;	yet	they	were	present	in	33.5%	and	26.3%	
of	 AFDs,	 respec4vely.	 This	 is	 consistent	 with	 the	 results	 of	 a	 previous	 study	 that	
analysed	the	degree	of	compliance	with	the	PAOS	Code,	showing	that	almost	half	AFDs	
directed	at	children	by	TV	in	Spain	were	not	compliant	with	one	or	more	standards	of	
the	 Code	 (Romero-Fernández	 et	 al.	 2010).	 Indeed,	 most	 products	 were	 HFSS	 in	
adver4sements	 using	 promo4onal	 characters	 familiar	 to	 or	 with	 special	 appeal	 to	
children	and	other	persuasive	marke4ng	techniques	(52%	and	76%,	respec4vely).	This	
shows	 that	 the	 PAOS	 Code	 is	 insufficient	 to	 protect	 children	 from	 the	 pernicious	
influence	 of	 food	 adver4sing,	 mainly	 because	 it	 does	 not	 regulate	 the	 nutri4on	




prohibits	 the	 support	 from	 health	 professionals	 or	 scien4fic	 ins4tu4ons	 in	 food	
adver4sing	(L.N.17/2011).		
The	use	of	 two	 classifica4on	 systems	of	nutri4onal	 quality	 for	 adver4sed	products	 is	
considered	a	strength	of	the	study	that	facilitates	interna4onal	comparisons.	However,	
our	findings	should	be	 interpreted	 in	the	context	of	 the	study's	 limita4ons.	The	main	
limita4on	lies	in	the	presence	of	a	certain	component	of	subjec4vity	when	it	comes	to	
evalua4ng	 the	 existence	 of	 some	 marke4ng	 techniques.	 To	 minimise	 this	 problem,	
whenever	 a	 doubt	 about	 a	 given	 technique	 arose,	 we	 solved	 it	 by	 consensus.	
Furthermore,	most	 	marke4ng	techniques	were	easy	to	check	objec4vely,	such	as	the	
presence	of	promo4onal	characters,	premium	offers	and	 links	 to	product	web	pages.	




and	 regional	 channels	were	 not	 recorded.	 Nevertheless,	 these	 limita4ons	would	 not	
seem	 relevant,	 given	 the	 inclusion	 of	 children´s	 favourite	 channels,	 the	 large	 sample	
size,	and	the	repe44on	of	AFDs	on	different	TV	channels.		
Conclusions	
There	 is	 an	 extensive	 use	 of	 persuasive	 and	 nutri4onal	 marke4ng	 techniques,	 and	
Internet	 links	 in	 TV	 AFDs	 directed	 at	 children	 in	 Spain,	 and	 the	 products	 adver4sed	





to	 cover	 nutri4onal	 criteria	 and	 common	 marke4ng	 techniques	 used	 in	 food	
adver4sing,	 with	 par4cular	 anen4on	 given	 to	 integrated	marke4ng	 between	 TV	 and	
Internet,	 a	 rela4vely	new	and	 sophis4cated	 technique	 spreading	at	an	alarming	 rate.	
Worldwide,	self-regula4on	codes	are	the	main	type	of	regula4on	of	food	and	beverage	
adver4sing	 aimed	 at	 children	 (Hawkes	 2007).	 However,	 the	 pi~alls	 of	 the	 self-




the	marke4ng	of	unhealthy	 food	products	 to	 children	around	 the	world	 (Kraak	et	 al.	
2016).	Thus,	stronger	 leadership	 is	required	from	governmental	 ins4tu4ons	to	ensure	
the	effec4veness	of	policies	regula4ng	food	adver4sing	directed	at	children.		
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P e r s u a s i v e	
marketing 1549
116
6	 1574
105
4	
Promotional	
characters	familiar	
to	or	with	appeal	
to	childrena
393
205	
(52.
2)
<0.
01 393
179	
(45.
6)
<0.
01
Premium	offers	
and	gifts 486
450	
(92. 502
440	
(87.
 
Other	persuasive	
techniquesb 670
511	
(76. 679
435	
(64.
Nutritional	
marketing 1745
122
0	 1769
107
0	
Nutrition	or	health	
claims 470
346	
(73.
<0.
01 491
365	
(74.
<0.
01
Healthy	models	or	
images 912
704	
(77. 915
584	
(63.
Support	from	
health	 363
170	
(46. 363
121	
(33.
Total	AFDs	(N) 2532 2582
a	Promotional	characters	familiar	to	or	with	appeal	to	children	included	
special	interest	characters,	cartoon	characters,	branded	characters,	
sports	persons,		celebrities,	health
professionals	and	others.
b	Other	persuasive	marketing	techniques	included	sponsorship;	
misleading	on	characteristics,	properties	or	benefits	of	the	product	and/
or	exploiting	the	imagination,	inexperience	or	credulity	of	children;	
encouraging	children	to	persuade	their	parents	to	buy	the	product	and/
or	exploiting	their	special	trust	relationship.
C	Comparison	of	proportions	was	tested	using	Chi-square	test	or	
likelihood	ratio	test.	
Note:	Internet	marketing	techniques	were	analysed	in	Table	2.
